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Wildlife Finds its Way Back to Polluted Newtown Creek
By Suzanna Masih
We were paddling along the murky waters of an urban waterway on an
unseasonably cold October evening when our guide pointed to a grey bird
perched on a leafless tree along the shore. “That’s a heron, right there,” our
guide, Willis Elkins said. Then, without missing a beat, Elkins returned to
telling us about all the toxic chemical contaminants that lie beneath our
canoes, at the bottom of Newtown Creek, in Brooklyn, New York, one of the
most polluted water bodies in the United States.
But everyone remained focused on the heron, so Elkins, a member of the
Newtown Creek Alliance (NCA), a local environmental group, paddled our
canoe closer for a better glimpse. Two more herons came into sight. The
paradox of this 3.8-mile East River tributary revealed itself: Wildlife is
returning to a waterway that in 2010 the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) classified as a Superfund site. Superfund is a federal law passed in 1980
to fund cleanup of hazardous waste sites that pose a threat to public health.
Decades of chemical waste from the countless industries that lined the banks
of the Newtown Creek from 1800s to late 1950s as well as raw sewage
discharged by the city up until the 1970s left the creek virtually
uninhabitable. It became a waterway primarily used for shipping materials to
and from the factories and, in the absence of any environmental laws, a
repository for industrial waste.
With the advent of trucking in the 1950s, factories that no longer needed the
creek for transportation began moving elsewhere. In 1972, the federal
government passed the Clean Water Act, requiring the city to cut back the
discharge of sewage into its waterways. The two events combined to give
some breathing space to the Newtown Creek. Slowly and steadily, birds and
marine animals began returning to the water, exciting environmentalists.
“Life is so amazing,” said Sarah Durand, a biology professor at LaGuardia
Community College who studies the creek’s ecosystem. “At any opportunity
it's there to take advantage of a little cleaner water or a new oasis of habitat.”
Durand has seen American eels, gulls eating those eels, cormorants, herons,
egrets and horseshoe crabs in the creek. She takes her students out to study
intertidal filter feeders like ribbed mussels and clams, which are abundant in
the creek. She is also working in collaboration with the city to install floating
habitat units along the shore and in the water to grow salt marsh grass. It is

an effort to bring back some of marsh habitat that was removed when the
creek’s natural shoreline was filled in and wooden bulkheads were
constructed to facilitate commercial traffic.
In the 1700s, the Newtown Creek was surrounded by marshy grassland and
rolling hills. It was teeming with wildlife -- fish in the water was abundant and
wild animals roamed free around the surrounding farmland.
Newtown Creek was known for trout. It was also known for several brackish
water game fish and up until about the Civil War it was also known for
shellfish, said Mitch Waxman, historian for the NCA.
The area under the present day Kosciuszko Bridge and around Laurel Hill, on
the Queens side of the creek was notorious for wolves. Farmers of Maspeth
and Blissville used to put up bounties on wolves’ heads.
Wolves are top predators and their presence around the creek marshland
means there were large prey animals along the banks for them to hunt, said
Waxman who leads walking tours of both the Queens and Brooklyn side of
the creek.
By the 1800s, metal scraping and chemical plants, oil refineries, glue and
fertilizer factories, fat renderers and sawmills began settling on the creek’s
banks eventually turning it into an industrial maritime hub with commercial
shipping traffic exceeding that of the Mississippi River. With little
environmental regulation, harmful chemicals and liquid petroleum products
stored underground at these sites continued to seep into the ground and the
creek from the very bulkheads built to facilitate maritime traffic.
Teeming with life
With the passage of the Clean Water Act, environmentalists and the city has
stepped up efforts to prevent illegal chemical dumping as well as to reduce
sewage outflows into urban waterways. Conservation efforts on the Hudson
River has improved its water so much in the past two decades that as of last
month a humpback whale had taken up residence there.
The once-neglected Newtown Creek has also benefitted from increased
conservation efforts. Birds of prey such as the egrets and ospreys are
returning to the water to hunt as schools of fish make their way into the creek
again. In 2014, the environmental watchdog Riverkeeper reported seeing
thousands of menhaden fish for the first time since the group started
patrolling the creek in 2002.

Scientists and locals monitoring the waters have also observed horseshoe
crabs, blue crabs, American eels, ribbed mussels and even a baby seal. Salt
marsh grasses are also being planted along the water to restore some of the
ecosystem that was destroyed by decades of pollution and neglect.
But the creek is still not as clean as many environmentalists would like it to
be. Ian Hays, a graduate student studying conservation at Hunter College,
conducted a study of aquatic biodiversity in the creek two years ago. He found
that the density of marine organisms reduced significantly as he went further
into its five tributaries – Dutch Kills, Maspeth Creek, Whale Creek, English
Kills and East Branch.
In the deepest parts of the kills, where many of the city’s combined sewer
outflow pipes are, Hays found mostly killifish, a four-to-five inch striped fish
that likes warm and murky waters.
“They eat decaying matter, so being right by the sewer opening is perfect for
them,” said Hays. “But they are also kind of one these species that are a
marker of a disturbed habitat.”
Contaminated waters
The creek suffers from a complicated myriad of pollutants. In addition to
being a federal Superfund site -- home to historic pollution from a bygone
industrial era -- it also endures ongoing illegal dumping from surrounding
factories as well as the occasional discharge of raw sewage from the city.
New York City has a combined sewer system – sewer pipes collect rainwater,
domestic sewage and industrial wastewater instead of keeping them
separate. So, every time there is more than 0.5 inches of rain, wastewater
treatments plants are unable to handle the volume coming into the system. To
prevent the dirty water from backing into city streets and into people’s home,
the city ends up discharging the mixture of storm water and untreated
sewage directly into waterways such as the Newtown Creek.
According to the Newtown Creek Alliance, the waterway is home to 22 of the
450 combined sewer overflow (CSO) pipes in the city, and during wet
weather more than 3 billion gallons of sewage ends up being dumped into the
water annually.

Elkins, the program director for NCA, is routinely out on the creek collecting
water samples, which he sends back to LaGuardia Community College’s lab to
check for the presence of Enterococcus, the bacteria that indicate the
presence of sewage.
This summer, Elkins made around 40 such collection runs at eight sites across
the creek testing for various parameters, including the levels of dissolved
oxygen, presence of Enterococcus and E. Coli. He also led educational boat
tours for interested citizens and collected samples with them. The data is
expected to be published in the upcoming months.
The data collection project was funded by a grant from the Greenpoint
Community Environmental Fund, a $19.5 million grant program created by
New York State’s Attorney General Office and Department of Environmental
Conservation. The fund doles out grants to local environmental projects from
the settlement that ExxonMobil agreed to pay for millions of gallons of oil that
leaked from its facilities and formed a 50-acre petroleum plume currently
sitting under local businesses and a residential section of Greenpoint.
Whenever there is a rainstorm, Elkins has observed variations in bacteria and
oxygen levels that happen because of the sewage that’s entering the creek.
“The ecosystem that is there is really thrown out of balance by having this
huge inflow of billions of gallons of storm water and sewage every year,” he
said.
As part of an effort to bring life and habitat back into the water for marine
organisms, Elkins and other NCA members built and installed a 200 square
foot floating dock in a small inlet in the creek last year. Dubbed the “living
dock”, the structure has salt marsh grass planted in crates right in its center
to provide a home for fish and crustaceans that wander into the creek from
the East River. Although the grass wasn’t as green as it may be in the spring
and summer, this December, Elkins showed me killifish, ribbed mussels,
clams, crabs and shrimp living there.
As life is beginning to return to the creek, environmental advocates say the
sewage can be a major detriment towards sustaining it.
“As long as those overflows are still there, it’s just not going to be a viable
habitat,” said Hays, the conservation student. “At most, it’ll be what you call a
population sink which is where something goes to die, an unsuitable habitat
where the animals might not necessarily know they’re setting up in a bad
place and then they just pass on or they never reproduce.”

The city is also doing its part to control sewer pollution in the creek. On
November 15, officials from the Department of Environmental Preservation
(DEP) presented an action plan to the community to control the amount of
sewage that ends up in the creek. The plan includes the installation of green
spaces in streets and rooftop gardens on buildings to absorb rainwater. This
will prevent it from entering the sewer system and overwhelming
wastewater treatment plants, avoiding the discharge of rainwater and
untreated sewage into the creek. The city also plans to invest in “grey
infrastructure,” which includes aeration projects - large pipes put in the water
to release oxygen into it.
The Superfund problem
Sewage pollution is not the only problem threatening the water quality. Up
until the 1960s, close to an estimated 30 million gallons of oil leaked into the
creek from refineries run by companies that are present-day ExxonMobil,
Chevron Texaco and British Petroleum. Around 15 feet of petroleum-based
contaminants sits in the sediment. According to the EPA, the muck dubbed
“black mayonnaise,” contains metals, volatile organic compounds, and semivolatile organic compounds, including polychlorinated biphenyls, which the
agency defines as a probable carcinogenic.
The government has identified six entities as parties responsible for the
chemical pollution: Phelps Dodge, ExxonMobil, National Grid, Texaco, BP and
the City of New York. They have been ordered to carry out remedial
investigation to determine “the extent and nature of contamination,” EPA’s
website states.
But community groups are skeptical of this arrangement. Elkins said the
process has been drawn out. In his opinion, the three agencies responsible for
the creek – the EPA, NYSDEC and NYCDEP – have shown a lack of
assertiveness over the process.
They have to negotiate or deal with the responsible parties, people like
ExxonMobil and Phelps Dodge and National Grid, on the study of the creek,
said Elkins. That’s moved at a snail’s pace, which has frustrated him and other
creek advocates.
Superfund cleanup processes usually take many years. Because of the number
of responsible parties involved in Newtown Creek and the time it takes to do
studies on what remediation measures would be more feasible, the process

will likely take a decade or more. It is unlikely that the creek will see a major
improvement in its water quality in the next few years, but for now
environmentalists are hopeful about the signs of life they have encountered
there.
In the past 10-15 years that Waxman, NCA’s historian, has been observing the
creek, he has seen animal and plant life return. But sewage in the water
remains the biggest problem. “If we could stop that effluent from entering the
creek, you might not even need a superfund,” he said.
Ecosystems are able to recover from cataclysmic events, everything from
volcanic eruptions to wars, Waxman noted. So, too, can Newtown Creek
withstand its toxic onslaught—if it ends, he says: “If we could just give nature
a chance it could probably handle it all on its own.”

